Chapter 3: Communication Skills

LESSON 3: BECOMING A
BETTER LISTENER
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INTRODUCTION

Lisgening is the neglected communi-
caion <kill. We spend nearly hdf of our
communication time ligening, but few of us
make any red effort to be better ligteners.

While dl of us have had indruction in
reading, writing, and spesking, we rarely get
awy traning in ligening. This seeams like a
misplaced emphass when you congder that
out of dl the time we spend communicating
(70% of our awake time), 10% of that time
isgpent writing, 15% is spent reading, 30% is
soent taking, and an ovewhdming 45% is
et ligening.

Good ligening is important to every-
one. In the busness world, ligening is the
communication mogt critical for success. But,
ligening dso is important in other places —
a home, in school, in houses of worship, in
cvic clubs, and a socid gatherings Listening
is important, not only for gaining information,
but dso for the building of relationships.

Ligening is the skill that can make or
bresk a relationship. It is as important for you
to understand the person as it is to understand
what the person is saying. There is a lot more
to ligening than just underdanding the
meaning of words.

Unit 3: Foundations for Success

Lesson 3: Becoming a Better Listener

THE PROCESS OF LISTENING

Ligtening is a complex process. It is an
essentid pat of the totd communication
process. Unfortunately, it is a part that is often
ignored. There ae two reasons why this

happens.

Firs, spesking and writing, which are
the sending pats of the communication pro-
cess ae highly visble and are much esser
to evduate. You ae much more frequently
tested on what you read than on what you
hear.

Secondly, we ae not as willing to
improve our ligening <kills. Much of this
unwillingness  results from our  incomplete
underganding of the ligening process. In
order to understand the process, we must first
defineit.

You can define the ligening process
as the process of receiving, atending, and
underganding messages tranamitted  through
the medium of sound. Often the Steps of
responding and remembering may follow.
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RECEIVING

Spesking is the cdl to ligening. The
peaker has not communicated until the receiver
interprets and understands the message sent.
Remember that hearing and ligening are not
the same. Hearing is the reception of sound.
Ligening is the atachment of meaning to
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sound. Hearing is, however, a necessary step for
ligening, and an important component of the
listening process.

ATTENDING

Hearing is only the firda pat of
ligening. You must then interpret, gppreciate,
or evduae what you are hearing. Good
ligening requires energy and concentration,
even though you tend to think of it as an
automatic process. After you have received a
message, you must attend to it. Whether or
not you atend to an incoming message, is a
choice you actudly have to make. Until you
pick up the math book and study for the tes,
you have not atended to the message that a
“math test is tomorrow.”

UNDERSTANDING

Effective communication depends on
underdanding. That is, effective communica
tion does not take place until the receiver
understands the message. Understanding must
result for communication to be effective.

RESPONDING

Sometimes, during communicaion, a
reponse is appropriate. There are severd

types of responses.

Direct verba responses. These may be
spoken or written.

Responses that seek darification. This
involves asking for further information.

Responses that pargphrase. You may say,
“in other words wha you ae saying
is....” A pagphrase gives the sender a
chance to confirm that you understand he
message.

Nonverba responses. Sometimes a nod of
the head or a “thumbs up” may communi-
cate that the message is understood.
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Responding is a form of feedback that
completes the communication transaction. It
lets the sender know that the message was
received, attended to, and understood.

REMEMBERING

Memory is often a necessay and
essentid part of the lisening process. What is
the rdationship between memory and ligen
ing? Underdanding the differences between
short-teem memory and long-term  memory
will hep explain the rdationship.

With short-teem memory, information
is used immediady, as with looking up
phone numbers. This type of memory can
only hold a limited amount of information,
and is very sengtive to interruption.

Long-term memory dlows you to
recdl information and events hours, days,
weeks, and sometimes years later. For
exanple, think of dl the things you can
remember that happened to you as you were
growing up.

TYPESOF LISTENING

Different  dtudtions require  different
types of ligening. You may ligen to obtain
information, improve a rddionship, gan
gopreciation for something, make discrimina-
tions, or engage in acritica evaduation.

While cetan skills ae basc and
necessxy for dl types of ligening (receiving,
atending, and undersanding), each type
requires some specia skills. Before you can
fully appreciatle the <kills and apply the
guiddines, you must undergand the different

types of ligening.

Unit 3: Foundations for Success



Chapter 3: Communication Skills

INFORMATIVE LISTENING

With this type of ligening, the primary
concern is to understand the message. Much
of your leaning comes from informdive
ligening. For example, you ligen to lectures
or indructions from teachers, and what you
learn depends on how wel you ligen. If you
lisen poorly, you are not equipped with the
information you need. There ae three key
factors for informative ligening.

1. Vocabulay. Increesng your vocabulary
will increase your potentiad for better
undergtanding.

2. Concentration. Sometimes it is hard to
concentrate because more than one thing
is going on a a time. Perhaps the ligteners
are preoccupied with other thoughts, or
with their own needs. It may dso be true
that they are just not interested. Others
have not learned how to concentrate while
ligening. They have not made themsdves
responsble for good ligening. Concert
tration requires discipling, motivation, and
acceptance of respongibility.

3. Memory. You cannot process information
without bringing memory into play.
Memory hdps informative ligening in
three ways.

a It provides the knowledge bank for
you to recal experiences and prior
informetion.

b. It dlows you to create expectations
and make decisons concerning what
you encounter by cdling on your past
experiences.

c. It dlows you to understand what
others say. Without memory of words
and concepts, you could not communi-
cate with anyone else and understand
the meaning of messages.
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RELATIONSHIP LISTENING

The purpose of reationship ligening
is to d@ther hdp an individud or to improve
the reationship between people. Although
relationship ligening requires you to ligen for
information, the emphass is on undersanding
the other person. Three behaviors are key to
effective  rddionship  ligening:  atending,
supporting, and empathizing.

1. Attending. In rdaionship ligening,
atending behaviors indicate tha the
ligener is focusng on the spesker. Little
things like nodding your head or saying “I
see” will let the spesker know that you
areinvolved.

2. Supporting. Many responses have a
negative or nontsupporting effect.  For
exanple, interrupting the Spesker or
changing the subject are not supportive.
Sometimes the best response is dlence
Three characteristics describe supportive
ligteners.

They are careful about what they say,

They express bdigf in the other
person,

They demondrate patience (they ae
willing to give thetime).

3. Empathizing. Wha is empathy? It is not
sympathy, which is a feding for or about
another. Nor is it gpathy, which is a lack
of feding. Empathy is feding and think-
ing with another person. This charac-
teridic lets you see, hear, or fed as others
do. It dlows you to “wak in someone
dsgs does” Empahetic ligening is
critical to effective rdaionship ligening.

APPRECIATIVE LISTENING
Apprecidive ligening includes ligen

ing to musc for enjoyment, to speakers
because you like their style, to your choices in
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theeter, televison, radio, or film. It is the
response of the listener, not the source of the
message, which defines agpprecidive ligening.
The qudity of appreciaive ligening depends
in large part on three factors presentation,
perception, and previous experiences.

1. Presentation. Presentation encompasses
such factors as the medium (the form or
way it is presented), the setting, or the
style and persondity of the presenter.

2. Perception. Your atitudes determine how
you react to and interact with the world
around you. Perceptions are critica to
how and whether or not you appreciate the
things to which you listen.

3. Previous experiences. Sometimes the
experience you have had in the past
influences how you appreciate or enjoy
things. If you know too much about the
topic, you may be too criticd about it. If
you asociate plessant experiences with
the topic, you may have a more postive
attitude toward the subject.

CRITICAL LISTENING

Criticd ligening goes beyond appre-
ciative ligening, for it adds the dimenson of
judgment. Criticdl ligening is ligening to
comprenend and then evaduate the message.
The dbility to ligen criticdly is egpedcidly
essentia in ademocracy.

DISCRIMINATIVE LISTENING

By beng sendgtive to changes in the
spesker’'s rate, volume, force, pitch, and
emphass, the disrimingive ligener can
detect both smdl and mgor differences in
meaning. Smdl dues can drengthen rea-
tionship ligening. Smdl differences in sound
can enhance gopreciative ligening. Sengtivity
to pauses and nonverbad cues dlow criticd
listeners to more accuratdly judge not only the
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spesker’s message, but the intentions of the
messsge as wdl. There ae three ills
important for discriminative lisening.

1. Hearing &hility. Obvioudy, for people
who do not hear wel, it is difficult to
discriminate among sounds.

2. Awareness of sound dructure. Listeners
that undersand the dructure of the
language being used for the message will
have an advantage in discriminaive
ligening.

3. Ability to integrate nonverbd cues. Words
do not aways communicate true fedings.
The way they are sad or the way the
speaker acts may be the key to under-
standing the true or intended message.

Effective ligening, whether informa
tive, relationd, apprecidive, criticd, or
discriminative, requires kill.

BARRIERSTO EFFECTIVE
LISTENING

In order to become a better listener, it
is important to undersand the bariers that
can get in the way of effective ligening. Once
you understand these barriers, you can work
to overcome them.

Laziness. Effective ligening can be hard
work.

Internd didractions. Sometimes you have
a lot on your mnd and it is had to
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concentrate on what someone dse is
saying to you.
Past relationships. Both a poor and an

excdlent past  rdationship with the
Spesker can affect how you listen.

Lack of trust. Bdieving that the spesker
has betrayed your trust or that the speaker
does not have your best in mind is a
barrier.

Lack of s<df-confidence. If the gpeaker
does not sound confident, you will have a
harder time staying focused on what you
hear.

Prgudice. Prgudice can effect both how
you hear the spesker as wel as how you
recaive the information.

The “hdo’ effect. If the spesker has an
association with someone or  something
you dready like, you ae much more
likely to be receptive to the spesker as
wdl as the information. You may not
guestion what you should question.

The “horns’ effect. If the spesker has an
associdion with someone or  something
about which you have negdive fedings,
you may not listen the way we should.

Externd digractions. Sometimes there are
a lot of things going on in the same
location where you are trying to listen to
the speaker.

A different leve of power between you
and the spesker. Either you may have the
authority, or the spesker may. Either way,
it can impact how you listen.

Gender preferences You may have
different expectations because of the
gender of the speaker.

Emotiondity on the part of the spesker. If
the spesker gets passonate about the
topic, it may digract you from hearing the
real message.
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Prgudging the message before the entire
message has been delivered. Sometimes a
Spesker will say something a the start of a
goeech or conversation that may distract
you from effectively listening to the rest.

Allowing persond characterisics of the
Spesker to get in the way. If the spesker
was dirty or smdled unplessantly, for
example, you might not atend to every-
thing that issaid.

Not caring &bout the spesker. Beng
indifferent to the person can affect how
well you pay attention to the message.

Interrupting. Sometimes the lisener is o
excited about an idea he or she wants to
share, that the ligener does not wait for
the spesker’s thoughts to be completed.
This digtracts both the ligener and the
Speaker.

Trigger words. Some words evoke an
emotional response that prevents effective
ligening. These words ae didracting
because they make you concentrate on
something ese besdes what is being sad.
If a gpesker uses the word “lottery,” your
mind might wander to untold riches.
Words like “homework” or “test scores’
may aso digract you.

Ddivery
dyle. Sometimes the way the spesker
communicates can be didracting. The
Soesker might have a very monotone
voice, or may Stutter. Some people con
tinuoudy put in verba pauses like “uh” or
“you know.” Any of these things may
cause you to concentrate more on the
delivery than the content.
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HOW TO BE AN EFFECTIVE
LISTENER

There ae many gquiddines that will
help you to become a more effective listener.
Mog involve ligening “activdy” while others
speak.

Find an aea of interet. Lisen with a
purpose. Be interested. Try to organize
what you hear.

Judge content not delivery. Do not stop
ligtening because the sender des not meet
expectations. Listen to the words. Look
for the message.

Hold your fire. Do not get over-simulated
by the messsge. Do not react until the
message is complete. Keegp your emotions
in check. Do not interrupt because you
believe that what you have to say is more
important or more correct. There will be
time for you to react later. The spesker
may surprise you and wind up saying
what you want to say.

Lisgen for idess. Focus on the person’s
central idess. Do not get bogged down in
the detals. Try to ligen a a higher leve.
Listen for new knowledge or concepts.

Be flexible Vay the ways in which you
atempt to remember the information.
Concentrate on finding the best way to
learn the information.

Work a ligening. Edtablish and maintain
eye contact. Acknowledge understanding.
Stay tuned-in.

Resst didractions. Concentrate on the
speaker. Tune out other things that may be
going on. Turn off the things you can
control, like the TV or the radio. Try not
to do seved things a the same time
Focus on the sender.
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Exercise your mind. Chdlenge yoursdf to
ligen totaly. Try it for short time. Then
make it longer and longer. See if you can
ligen to an entire presentation without
losing concentration.

Keegp your mind open. Communication
effidency drops to zero when we hear
certain trigger words, such as communigt,
Democrat, or Republican. Everyone has
words that evoke an emotiona response.
Effective ligeners are aware of keeping
their convictions and emationsin check.

Capitdize on thought speed. Mog of us
tak a 120 words a minute. Our thinking
peed is about 500 words a minute. That
gives us a lot of spare time while a person
is spesking to us. Poor liseners let ther
minds wander. Good listeners think about
what is beng sad by anticipaing the
point, summarizing, weghing evidence,
or looking for nonverba clues.

CONCLUSION

So now you know the parts of the
listening process. You know there are various
types of ligening. You have read about
bariers to effective ligening and tips for
overcoming those bariers. Use this informa-
tion to improve your skills and become a
better lisgener. Remember —  improved
ligening involves work, but the results are
wel worth the effort.
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